SAFE PASSAGE 

Dakotah Jennifer 










Safe Passage 

Dakotah Jennifer 









It is strange how fear resists the attacks of reason. 

—-John Updike 

Above all, they cannot imagine the price paid by their victims, or subjects, for this wav of life and ■ 
they cannot afford to know why the victims are revolting. Y f f ’ 

—-James Baldwin 


...he must live 
Knowing that he grows wiser every day, 
Or else not live at all. 


—William Wordsworth 


Middle School 


I 


On our camping field trips, they’d say, 

“Whoever is lightest when we leave wins.” 

Of course, sunscreen was a must. 

We, the black ones, laughed, because we thought it was funny: we’d always lose, of course. 
But that was the thing we didn’t understand— we’d always lose, of course. 

We didn’t realize that the joke was on us. 

They’d say oops, our mistake, laugh uncomfortably at their omission of the brown thing, but 
mostly they’d be relieved that we didn’t get the joke. 

I get it now, I think. 

I don’t burn but 

bullets sear through my flesh every day. 

I don’t burn but I did hang. 

Was hung. 

I don’t burn but I did. 

In a tree, 
on a stake, 
always. 

I don’t burn but 

maybe one day I will hope to. 

That is, to me, 
the worst kind of lynching— 


wishing I was already dead. 






the reasons i have with no second thought 


2 


and he says 

that is a stupid reason 

and all of my pros and cons and fears 

fall down 

and i am defenseless 

and my mouth cannot make the words to speak 
and now i have fallen 
not in love 

but away from where i stood so proudly, 
and this is it 

what i was hoping would never happen. 

he says it is no reason to cower away and my hand wishes it could show him 
my girl wishes he could be me for a moment, 
and this is the part i was afraid of 

boy choosing boy over girl because he can see his own image 

girl being scared and boy saying lighten up 

boy being angry and girl being shamed for cowering. 

and i shake it off 

and shrug 

give three reasons why he's right 
and keep me inside myself. 


What Once Was There, My Love 
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There is no growth here. 

There is an absence of vibrance 
Of gain 

Of water or sunlight. 

This verdant heart is barren. 

This plush and lush life has been stripped of its fruit. 

I spend the days wishing I was alone or not so alone or less lonely. 

I spend my mornings trying to find any blade of grass that might still be green. 

I spend too much love on people who don’t care 
Or maybe do but they stretch towards other suns. 

Where there was a field of lilies, there is nothing now. A thick, blanketing fog stretches over 
the length of my vision and dares anything to emerge. 
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Lights 

1. lam painfully aware of how alive I am... or am not. I am painfully aware of things ending 
& beginning. I am painfully aware of tiptoeing down the hall at night. There is no hall. 
There is no night. Those back roads are the hall. The highway is the hall. Life is the hall. I 
am still tiptoeing. 

2. I haven't gotten to the point yet. I’m sorry. There's no way to do this easily. It’s too 
easy. I’m sorry. 

3. Everything is red & blue now. No matter where or when, everything could be danger. 

Or more like, no matter where, I could be danger. Everything is red or blue or both. I 
swear this will make sense. I swear. 

4. Here. Maybe this will make it easier to understand: almost every day, I see blue and red 
lights flashing in my rearview mirror even when there are none. It started after I was 
pulled over, and now, I am afraid of the odds. I/I. l/z. 'A people killed by them last year 
were my shade of other, and I might be on 'A borrowed time. 

5. It’s not like I see ghosts. I see spirits. One red car and a flash of high beam brings a 
nightmare that will never jolt me awake. One blue car slowing to a stop morphs itself 
into possible wrongness. Into possible crime. 
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6. I don’t have to commit one. I don’t have to commit a crime to be gone. We don’t have 
to commit a crime to be gone. And every time I think they’re coming, I start to 
disappear in the mirror. 

7. I haven’t yet gotten good at playing off death like a game. I haven’t yet found a way to 
not change everything about me in order to seem ordinary or not ordinary for my color 
or just normal. I haven’t yet found a way not to be afraid of myself or my skin. I haven't 
yet found a way to stop being this shaking thing so people could stop worrying or not 
worrying about me. 

8. I confess: I am not afraid of the lights. Or the cars. I am afraid of what lies within them. 
I’m afraid of their fear. I’m afraid I’ve already committed the crime. Or that it doesn't 
matter. I’m afraid that sounds crazy. That I am crazy. I’m afraid. I’m afraid of so much 
more than this, but all I remember from that night is bright flashes of blue and red. 





erasure 
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Hey. 

I'm really sorry for the delay. 

It's been crazy for me. 

Thank you 

It means a great deal to me, it does. I appreciate knowing your head . I'm 

going to give you space, as long as we can be friends again. 

I'm sorry again for hurting you. If we can be friends again, I won't do that 

anymore. I'll break 


I'm sorry I just didn’t realize 
I almost feel like 

incumbent engage in a conversation you don't want to 

engage in 

it starts to lose its meaning for me when I apologize for things 

every time I try to be nice i fucked up and feel bad and say sorry 

nothing 

No no no no 

I am tired of it being my fault 

I’m not talking about this 


anymore. 


Pavlov 
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The heart can get taught to play the game. To hide and cower. Restrict the blood vessels, 
clench the airways— a good teacher knows how to make it instinct. Hence, he says my name and 
an instant uprightness about me; a slow, crawling, fog-like dread; a dizziness ensues. 

First, it was his “argument” voice, then the way he said my name, then just the image of 
him— the look in his eye. It happens slowly, I think, and I see it first as survival; a way to prepare, 
put up the walls before they’re needed. Then, though, it becomes a burden— a quickened pace 
at the sight of any boy remotely like him, a need to steady myself when someone I know is with 
him, an avoidance of the outside world when he is in it. 

I am now a submerged and sinking ship. I am always sinking, always afraid of the end, and 
yet, I have never loved harder. I have never been more afraid of not doing something in fear of 
doing nothing at all. I have learned to fight, no matter how deep the water. No matter how far 
away from living I am. 

There’s a saying someone once said, that someone being James Baldwin. “They thought 
vengeance was theirs to take,” he said, and all I can think is, That is what that boy was. The “them.” 
The “they.” He thought vengeance was a thing to own— to carry with him. Carried through all 
of the life he lived trying to be something he could not. He wanted vengeance for his hurt 
feelings—which we had taught him he deserved. We had said if you are hurt, it is someone else’s 
fault If you are hurt no matter the wreckage around you, you are always the most in pain. I think, 
maybe I do believe he deserves to be angry about his hurt, but don’t I also? Don’t I get to cry 
alone in history class? Don’t I get to say, shut up, sit down, it’s not your turn anymore. It’s always been 
your turn ? No. I do not. I never do. Don’t you know? The sinking ship is called a sinking ship for a 
reason. It is already dying. It cannot be saved. 










I don’t think he wants my reclamation, even if it means less dying. He is the winner, always. 
I think the remedy he needs is my silence. And I cannot give him that. But he tried to pull it out 
of me. He tried to train me. Make me unable to fight him, my own hands holding me back. He 
rang the bell each time there was food, and I came running. And when the food was poison—(it 
was always poison)—I still ate up hungrily, willing to die for his education— willing to suffer so 
that he could feel the remorse of my death. But you came running, he says. You could’ve stayed back 
there in the cage you were put in, but you came running here to eat food that you knew was poisonous. 
You hoped it was not, but somewhere, somewhere deep inside, you knew. That is your fault, he says. 
That will always be your fault 


Move. 
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When he took parts of me he did not ruin me 

Just excavated 

Stole 

Extracted things I didn’t know could be taken. 

There's a sort of newness to everything now. 

Every time I think of it 

it’s a piece of my life I can never relieve myself of. 

A curse I cannot pass on. 

I don’t want to haunt anyone else but I do not want to be haunted. 

I only want release? Less of it? None of it at all? 

It’s like the memory plays from outside of myself. 

I can see it happen, 

even though my eyes were closed, even though I was so nearly asleep. 
I am an observer, and my body looks 
so nearly dead. 

I’ve seen it happen, 

over and over in different ways 

like a skipping record. 

His hand and his body but not his face, 

Never his face. 

The human parts of him are absent 
Like students who missed that class. 









Like kids at prom 
waiting for something 

and never wondering where it would come from. 
I watch it 
like a movie. 

in which the protagonist is not me 

In which I cannot relate to her, 

and I feel sympathy but no connection. 

But that is me 
I can see myself 
Right there 
And I can’t move. 

I can’t bring myself to move. 


II 


I Remember 

I remember everything. I remember nothing. I wish I didn’t remember, yet I must. 

I remember sitting in my running car, burning atmosphere and wasting the earth away just 
to be cooler on this summer afternoon. That's when I saw him: the uniform. Or I mean the cop. 
Maybe not an officer of the law but someone in that type of uniform. I could feel each breath in 
my body. I slowed everything down. I remained calm to all onlookers. My heart revolted, rioted 
in its cage. I sat in that car, seemingly scrolling through one feed or another, trying not to die. Or 
so it felt Trying not to be undone— for good. 

I remember the lights. The flashing. The fear and absence of it. The white slip. The nice 
man. The horror set in my mother's angry face, a better horror, maybe, then could have painted 
it that night. 

I remember when I didn't know. When I assumed red, white and blue meant freedom & 
america & the 4th of July. When it meant a holiday and fireworks and unity. I remember when it 
was only a symbol of what I had and not what I had to lose. 

I remember the look on my face. Yes. My face. I was outside of my body but also felt 
everything. Also felt my limbs fall off. Stretch into the ground and plant themselves there. 
Dismembered myself for the easiest way out. Everything felt like it shouldn't exist. Me most of 
all. 

I remember his cowering. How I finally broke. How the flood came and god said let there 
be light but Noah wasn’t ready with the ark. I yelled and choked on tears and could actually think. 
Just enough to leave. Just enough to show him that I was real flesh and blood. That I could cry. 
That I was human, sometimes. Strength was born from the dam breaking. And it stayed broken. 
I stayed broken. 
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I remember the clock’s face both slowing and speeding to a sure sprint. I remember 
everyone felt so especially tall. So especially high up. I remember it was like I was watching a 

swH^T; h TH ' ° r C ° Uldn,t be_like ever / thin g was vivid, vivid color as he spat & 
swirled at her. And suddenly a new sun set, all of the lights turned off, and a new part of me grew 
dark. A new part of me understood. s 

I remember being fed up. The knife coming towards me, and me, trying to push it away 
without getting hurt. He lunged and all I could do was stand there. He knew this. He knew that I 

b . ea , r , t0 f°P ^ing a war that my life depended on. That he had to be the one to let 
me go. He didn t. And there I stood. Sliced open and spilling. 

I remember his face. The slight and brief confusion streaked across it. His wind up & 
strike^ I remember everyone gathering around me, ready to consume me like the boring feast I 
was. Ready to colonize my ideals and pick apart my sources. Ready to show me their minds, open 
their skulls, and let me see how gloriously big and pink they were. How overflowing. I could hear 
'“5 S m ' n my mind, working. The sound a cringeworthy squealing crank. The machine a 
temperamental beast that always fells when I’m desperate. I almost couldn't hear them yelling, 
out I could. And it shrunk me into nothing. It always does. 

I remember it all now, like a show I wish had different writers—like a show I didn’t know 

“ 1 rrrSr ir With every scar 0n my bruised and beaten che st. With every wound 

that didn t heal right. With every breath that still hurts. 
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Portrait of My Friends with a Half & Half 

After Eileen G'sell 

mv'nalt °T thing$ u 3 f T y profession - More d ^gerous than most. The midwest is colder than 
good at bttwh em . T’ Tl be , it>S iUSt the f °° d - Badminto " is a sport that I believe I am 
delicarv i n en PX 6 blrd always hits the S round * sp,fl£ - The chicken and waffles are a 
delicacy when all you have are wet quesadillas and charred chicken stirfries. We only talk about 

!™' ngS Wben everyone can take it, otherwise, we talk about the weather, homework the 

am a hun^h^ 'TT'/ 1 * Pe ° P ' e ' d ° n0t ^ me 3$ We " aS 1 think the / should, but I 
hungry? ThT had alwa y s been val “ ed by her innocence, so can you blame her for being 

than P W b6St ' S the ° ne Where ever /one tackles each other for no other reason 

fun of it I™™’ r rT° n G T dS UP CrU$hed - A Snake Charmer doesn,t charm snakes for the 
end of t a^ lT $ f ° r | the , dinl1 ’ the entertainment, he makes the animal dance for coins. At the 

vvtold'J, ho,d r ^ h Wl1 "° t kn0W hOW 1 S “ rled "■» h °» tod ^' ' cannot decide 











Dear Reader 
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all of my poems are explanations now. 
they used to be a leaf, 

falling like my 

heart, 

the ocean, swelling with pain, then disappearing, 

evaporating into only a desert of 
anger. 


now every poem is a lonely discussion— 
every poem is: 

see? here is the proof, here is the evidence that I am flesh and blood, here it is, alive in ink: that my life 
matters just as much as yours. 

see? this is what happened when I got pulled over, this is how my heart felt in my chest, this is how I 
didn’t cry even though I wanted to so bad. 

see? this is how many of us are dying, this is how many of us still don’t matter to them. 

see? this poem, this poem right here is enough to tell you that too many people are complicit too many 
are just bystanders, and you might be one of them. 


see? 

reader— 

if you’re still reading— 
we have work to do. 
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